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ABSTRACT 



What is the state of the public library today and 
what should it be in the future? The need for answers to these 
questions is the reason for this study. Societal factors affecting 
the public library are studied. The report examines the development 
of the public library in the 20-year span since the "Public Library 
Inquiry" (1950-70) , and describes its current status in terms of 
major strengths and weaknesses. A survey of librarians revealed the 
following goals for public libraries: (1) service for all; (2) to 

provide information services; (3) to further adult and continuing 
education ; (4) collect and disseminate all kinds of material, 

including non- print resources; (5) support formal and informal 
education; and (6) serve as a cultural center. The study recommends a 
concentrated public relations program to make the public library more 
visible, and proposes a four— point plan of action. First, there 
should be a publication to direct widespread attention to the public 
library. Second, extensive research is required to provide knowledge 
for effective performance. Third, there must be dissemination of this 
research information to ensure development. Fourth, improved library 
education and continuing education for librarians is needed. (SJ) 
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Introduction 

The fate of the American institutional phenomenons the public 
library s is in question. its position has never been truly secure 
in terms of general use or public support except in the large cities 
until recent years, and for a few short periods of marked progress 
countrywide . 

The wave of Carnegie buildings shortly after the First World 
War made public libraries suddenly visible. Contrary to popular 
belief still held by some, no accompanying service support was pro- 
vided by Carnegie for the institution behind these monumental facades. 
A spurt of widespread public library system development was stimulated 
by the Library Services and Construction Act in the ' 50 ' s and '60's . 
Federal seed money encouraged state and local support. These systems 
made available at least a superficial library service for the greater 
portion of the population. Hundreds of attractive new buildings were 
sources of civic pride . Numerous lumbering bookmobiles plied remote 
byways. Albeit used by a minority, not too well understood by the 
masses, the public library was admired and accepted as a desirable 
community service. 

In the late 1 60*3, the vision of ever more and better libraries 
began to fade. Although the population was increasing* use began to 
decline in terms of book circulation. Today* financial support, 
never too secure, is diminishing at the same time that costs of oper- 
ation continue to rise. Societal changes shaking ail established 
institutions to their foundations also threaten to engulf the public 
library. Its most enthusiastic supporters are hard pressed in the 
face of the harsh, cold, scrutiny of rebellious taxpayers. The public 
library is further endangered by the emergence of new services, 
agencies , ins tr tut rons— —apparent competitors, threatening to replace 
it * 

In broad terms these are the problems confronting public li- 
braries today. In spite of gloomy conditions thoughtful library 
leaders are saying that opportunities have never been more promising, 
These are the people who say that libraries should call a halt on 
bus ine s s as usual, 11 based on what is felt M to be good for the commu — 
nity • ,f Instead, planning, research, development and service should 
begin with the user and his real needs. If this is done, those taking 
a positive approach say that a vital, purposeful agency will emerge 
which will replace the passive, peripheral institution which, in the 
past, has waited for people to seek its service. Community services 
which the public library can best perform are needed and will be in- 
creasingly necessary in light of societal developments anticipated for 
the remainder of this century. Public libraries need not be doomed 

vii 




5 



